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Shortly after the UN launched the Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (DESD) in 2005, UNESCO published its Draft Strategy for Education for Sustainable Development in Sub-Saharan Africa. Significantly, Ministers of Education from 47 sub-Saharan countries signed a statement of commitment to the Draft Strategy and in doing so to the DESD itself (Paden, 2007). Objectives in the draft strategy focus on a range of educational issues central to the strategy, for example: strengthening the capacities of the actors of education and training systems as well as the institutions to which they belong…it further elaborates that:  teachers and educators should improve their qualifications and skills…(UNESCO, 2006).

Some years prior to the above publications, The University of Bolton (UoB) in the UK, was invited to bid for a project that despite pre-dating the current world sustainability agenda, nevertheless broadly reflected aspects of the above strategy. In 1998, as part of Zambia’s Ministry of Science, Technology and Vocational Training (MSTVT), human resources capacity building initiative at higher levels, donor funding was secured to provide degree level training for key teachers and managers within the technical education and vocational education and training (TEVET) system. It was because of the lack of degree level courses designed for TEVET personnel at Zambia’s only university at that time that caused the MSTVT to look outside the country. This situation has disadvantaged TEVET staff and for years has limited their professional development. To address this, a pilot project involving a British HE Institution delivering a degree programme, in-country and in-service (part-time) was proposed by senior staff in the Ministry’s Department for Technical Education and Vocational Training (DTEVT). It was to be funded by the Finnish International Development Agency (FINNIDA), who were active in the region at the time. Against competition from other UK institutions, Bolton won the contract and commenced delivery of a Bachelors Degree in Technical and Vocational Education (TVE). The programme was delivered by UoB staff in Zambia. It was essentially an in-service course with modules being delivered via a series of 2-week residential study schools.





As one of the pioneering four original specialist technical and vocational teacher training colleges in the UK​[1]​, Bolton College of Education (Technical), now part of the School of Arts, Media and Education at the UoB, has a long history of working on educational development projects around the world. Although much of this work was channelled through the British Council or other countries’ donor community agencies, overseas governments also frequently contact Bolton directly for advice and support, particularly in the area of TVET. It was through this latter arrangement that Bolton first became involved in delivering a Bachelors Degree in Technical and Vocational Education - B.Ed. (TVE), off campus, in Zambia (Smith & Rodriguez-Yborra, 2007). At the time, Bolton acted as consultants to the MSTVT. Subsequently Bolton was contracted through a NGO acting on behalf of the MSTVT for their services. Lack of progress on the project in Zambia since 2005, as identified above, initiated Bolton to act independently to look for other ways in which progress could be put back on track. A successful bid to fund a Masters programme in Zambia, under the Commonwealth Scholarship Commission’s (CSC) distance learning initiative, although not directly connected to the previous project, does appear to be acting as a catalyst in helping to reinvigorate the localisation  plan for the original B.Ed. programme. 

When Bolton submitted its original bid to the Zambian MSTVT to provide a staff development programme for TVET personnel, it included plans to localise the programme (see details below) using Zambian counterpart staff. In fact the staff who were nominated, because of their senior positions, were never able to fully involve themselves. They only ever really acted as general points of contact and occasional support tutors when Bolton staff were not present. The lack of continuity in funding also impacted in the long term planning of the programme. In fact funding issues interrupted and temporarily halted delivery of the programme on more than one occasion. Although 3 cohorts were eventually delivered, funded through various donor agencies including the Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA), The World Bank and FINNIDA, the uncertainty of continuity related to funding and issues of unavailability of appropriate in-country counterpart staff, halted progress on localising the programme. In fact a conscious decision was made by Bolton’s Zambian partners to shelve this aspect of the programme until a bigger pool of qualified and experienced staff were available to become involved. It was suggested much earlier that a Masters programme should be included in Zambia’s human resource development (HRD) plans to supply such personnel but donor community strategies in Zambia appeared to exclude such post-graduate funding.  

Even as the third B.Ed. programme, was coming to a close in 2005, and with it, effectively the whole sustainability aspect of the project, events elsewhere were unfolding that a couple of years down the line would have a significant effect on re-invigorating the project. Some 5 years after the UN launched its Millennium Development Goals (MDG), the 2005 Gleneagles Summit of world leaders, under intense public scrutiny about progress towards the MDGs, issued a series of pronouncements designed to assuage public concern about the comparative lack of progress towards the MDGs. Additional publicity and pressure on the G8 leaders was provided by the Bono & Geldof inspired ‘Live 8’ series of events and the ‘Make Poverty History’ campaign. Amongst the outcomes was an announcement by G8 ministers to cancel the debts on donor community loans for a number of countries. In the longer term, the history of events following such summits tells a less than positive story however. In 1992, the year of the ‘Earth Summit’ in Rio de Janeiro, not surprisingly, the level of donor community aid peaked, thereafter it declined by 12% (German & Randel in Smith 2008). Notwithstanding this, 2005 saw the publication of the OECD’s Paris Declaration and also, as indicated at the beginning of this paper, the launch of the UN’s Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (2005). As far as the UK was concerned, a number of development initiatives were launched which focused on sustainability, particularly in relation to education. Developing Partnerships in Higher Education (DELPH) and England Africa Partnerships (EAP) were both launched by the British Council on behalf of the UK government’s Department for International Development (DfID). It was the quite separate distance learning initiative, launched by the CSC, as part of their ongoing scholarship programme, which is of more concern here however. Rather than targeting individual scholars, as was the norm for the CSC, this initiative is aimed at funding ‘professional communities of learning’. This concept together with other key aspects of the CSC funded Masters programme will be explored later but it is the original B.Ed programme and associated sustainability issues that need further examination first of all.


The B.Ed (TVE) Programme: 

The original programme was launched as part of a wider Zambian development programme concentrating on institutional and human resource development at two colleges in two regions of the country: Livingstone and Kabwe. As part of the overall project, it was decided to upgrade vocational teachers from both of these colleges up to degree level. However one of the problems for the project managers and TVET in Zambia itself, and ultimately the reason why UoB became involved, was that the University of Zambia, as indicated earlier, had no provision for TVET personnel to study for vocationally relevant degrees in education. The award: Bachelor of Education in Technical and Vocational Education – B.Ed (TVE), was an ordinary or unclassified award. In other words it was not an Honours programme. As such a total of 300 credits had to be amassed for the award. This in itself created some problems for course members as the word ‘unclassified’ appeared to indicate that it was in some way an ‘inferior’ classification. The facts of the matter are that a further 60 credits needed to be accumulated for an Honours award. Given the developmental focus of the overall project, the additional time and funds required to secure such an award could not be justified by FINNIDA. Under the University’s rules for accrediting prior learning and experience (APL) a total of 120 credits could be awarded to candidates holding an initial teaching certificate or diploma, as all candidates for the programme had. Thus 180 credits had to be accumulated and this was done by completing 9 modules each of which was ‘worth’ 20 credits. In discussions with representatives from the DTEVT and FINNIDA, Bolton put together a programme based on modules offered in the UK and, at DTEVT’s request; a new module investigating approaches to competency based training (CBT) was designed to meet local needs. Whilst the programme overall may have failed to sustain itself, in terms of responding to client needs, developing and delivering a module at the request of clients must be seen now as totally in keeping with more recent sustainability policy strategies, whether in the UK itself or overseas: 

Universities have an important part to play, too, not only in creating research bases to inform future planning and skills development, but also as prestigious examples of sustainable development in practice and as major contributors to local strategic partnerships. (DEFRA, 2003, p4) 

UoB’s original plan was based on a delivery model that, looking back, was comparatively generous in terms of in-country teaching time. The normal pattern of delivery involved 2 members of staff traveling out to Zambia for 2 weeks to deliver the main content of their respective modules in a residential setting. After a gap of a couple of months a follow up visit of a week for mainly tutorials and assignment workshops would take place. In addition course members would stay on for a week of directed study after both visits. This was to provide course members with time to use the library and other facilities available away from the pressures and demands at their own work station. 

Although funding was only guaranteed for one cohort, Bolton wanted to at least develop a sustainable plan which would ultimately localise the programme. A model was devised which would enable localisation in stages over 4 cohorts (in fact a later revised plan dropped this to 3 cohorts). Cohort 1 would be delivered entirely by Bolton staff, with some counterpart training taking place. Cohort 2 would involve local staff in a ‘supporting’ teaching role delivering approximately 25% of module content and Bolton delivering the remainder. Cohort 3 would reverse this with Bolton  staff acting in a ‘supporting’ role, delivering 25% of the module content and local staff delivering the remaining 75%. Finally, with cohort 4, local staff would take full responsibility for module delivery with Bolton maintaining a quality assurance role including arranging external assessment the programme.

The above model assumed that in-country staff at Masters level would be involved in delivery. The model also assumed, as had been discussed with DTEVT officials, that plans to fund a Masters programme would be a priority item in donor community funding discussions. In the event, in-country tutors were appointed who did possess Masters level qualifications, but because of their senior roles were only ever able to intermittently act as general support tutors during the directed study weeks. The planned counterpart training never progressed beyond some of the identified personnel sitting in as observers during module delivery. In fact several of the counterparts, chosen by DTEVT or subsequently by the NGO who acted on behalf of the MSTVT as in-country managers of the programme, were unsuitable either because of inexperience or being insufficiently qualified. It was clear that a Masters programme would be needed to create a cadre of staff able and qualified to teach on the B.Ed. programme. Whilst the donor community was quite prepared to fund undergraduate programmes if the project fitted in with their overall country strategy, Masters level qualifications were not seen as a priority area. 

Funding problems interrupted delivery of the first cohort but it was eventually completed successfully with 18 out of the original 20 course members receiving their awards. Despite, as we have seen, some problems, 3 cohorts eventually graduated before the project floundered. Significantly, after the first cohort, interest was shown from the Ministry of Health, who also wanted to place some of their staff on the programme. Thus the second cohort, comprising Health and TVET sector staff, was launched funded by World Bank and SIDA. In fact it was the Ministry of Health connection  that played a key role in getting the second cohort underway. Clearly such a connection must also have had a positive effect when the CSC was deliberating on the M.Ed. submission. 


Key successes of the B.Ed

The most significant successful outcomes of the programme lie in the percentage of course members graduating and also the number of these who went on to take up more senior positions either in their own organization or within their wider sector. Of 60 starters over 3 cohorts, 57 graduated which gives a success rate of 95%. More importantly than this perhaps is the fact that a number of graduates went on to be appointed to more senior positions. Although a full tracer study has yet to be completed, a sample survey of 15 graduates over the 3 cohorts shows that 13 (87%) of them have been promoted as a direct result of gaining the B.Ed. Whether they can be said to have ‘made a difference’ sector wide may be difficult to evidence but within their own organisations all claim to have done just that. Asked in the sample survey about their overall feelings about the B.Ed. programme and how it had benefited both them personally and their organisation, the following sample responses were given:

“It is a rare qualification in Zambia (the B.Ed) and therefore I feel it gives me a lot more advantages. TEVET in Zambia has since time immemorial being run by people not qualified in this field, this qualification has empowered the TEVET sector”.

“This has helped the Zambian government in its effort to capacity build its workers. The B.Ed brought in the competencies at university level. Many more would prefer to learn through the same because of its flexibility but with top quality teaching (in) delivery of modules”

“I am a seasoned manager and trainer thanks to the B.Ed. programme. My supervisors confidently assign me tasks that I perform efficiently. On several occasions I have been asked to ‘hold the fort’ in the capacity of Training Manager and Principal of ….college”


Key weaknesses and issues

Whilst preferring not to talk in terms of ‘failures’ one must acknowledge the fact that embedding the programme for localised delivery has simply not happened. In mitigation, the fact is that much of the reason for this was beyond UoB’s control, but it is still disappointing. Whilst a couple of individuals associated with the MSTVT had the vision, this was not backed up by a longer term policy strategy by the key decision makers. Reforms in the whole TVET system complicated matters even further. In many ways this could have been anticipated although realistically little could have been done about it. What could not have been anticipated was the small but significant number of course members who were unsupported by their employers (mainly college Principals) some of whom refused to renew their newly qualified staff’s contracts. This in itself tells us something about a TVET system in which few college principals possess a degree of any kind. Indeed plans were put forward to mount a degree programme for TVET college principals but again, it came to nothing. Crucially, the lack of sufficiently qualified local staff able to contribute to delivery of the programme was probably the most significant factor in the lack of progress in localisation. With current developments now underway to create a cadre of Masters level staff within the stated sectors, perhaps renewed efforts for a longer term sustainable solution should now be considered more seriously. Notwithstanding the limited sustainability aspect of the B.Ed. programme, this should not detract from the previously stated positive outcomes. In fact this raises issues related to a wider debate regarding sustainability. Although few would argue that sustainability is a key aspect of development, should it be considered as a pre-requisite component of development projects?
 

Educational sustainability, the MDGs and the M.Ed (TVE) programme 

Could the focus by the donor community and their respective governments on educational sustainability, whilst pertinent, be also distracting project planners from implementing perfectly good projects, albeit with limited potential for sustainability? The potential for HRD in both the TVET and Health sectors particularly in Zambia, initiated by the current Masters programme, is huge. However it will need political will and vision, not to mention allocation of funds to capitalise on the present initiative and ‘run with the ball’. If not however, does this mean that a ‘one-off’ Masters programme has somehow failed in the sustainability stakes? As King (2008 p8) states: “…are some things still not eminently valuable even if they can’t be sustained in the short term by local resources?”  This simply highlights the debate surrounding the potentially conflicting agendas of sustainability; education for all (EFA); development; and, the MDGs. Even before the current round of initiatives however, groundwork was being made to shift the focus in educational development. This was good news for the TVET sector in that the focus of donor activity shifted away from universal primary education to a broader lending profile encompassing TVET, secondary and higher education (World Bank, 2002). It is unlikely that the subsequent initiatives after Gleneagles would have seen the light of day without that shift.

In submitting a bid to the CSC to fund the Zambian Masters programme, the writer had to explicitly state how the programme could (would?) contribute to the MDGs. In terms of meeting the MDGs, the M.Ed programme here can most easily be seen to be contributing to MDG8: ‘Develop a global partnership for development’. The UoB already had an established link with the Zambian MSTVT directly and through its partnership with the training agency that subsequently managed the in-country aspect of the B.Ed course previously delivered there. The successful delivery of the undergraduate programme prompted planning for further staff development at higher levels to meet the Ministry’s own key capacity building goals: “To strengthen their capacities for national development and application of science and technology, and for the provision of skilled human resources for improved productivity and quality of life.” (MSTVT Strategic Plan  2003-07 p28). As we have seen however, a combination of factors meant that some of those plans were put on hold. 

The M.Ed can also be seen to contribute both directly and indirectly to MDG3:
‘Promote gender equality and empower women’. The UoB’s original submission claimed that between 30-40% of course members would be women, thus enabling opportunities for them to gain higher professional qualifications and thus act as role models. In fact the course membership is actually made up of 60% women, which far exceeds the original estimate. Both MDG6: ‘Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases’; and MDG5: ‘Improve maternal health’ also have a clear link to the programme. For example the programme contributes significantly to improving the professional fieldwork skills and competencies of the health practitioners on the course, for example counsellors and midwives, who go into the field to train rural support workers and carry out research. As pointed out earlier in this paper, the writer feels that the link between these MDGs and the health practitioners targeted for the programme was a significant contributing factor to the successful bid.


Communities of learning / practice

One of the most significant aspects of sustainable development the CSC wanted the programme to address, was the creation of ‘professional communities of learning’. Two distinct groupings within the current programme were clearly identifiable: one surrounding senior TVET teachers at a specific institution; the other, involving senior practitioners under the Ministry of Health. However the remainder of the group, over half of the full class of 21, who, apart from a couple of course members, had no immediate linking commonality. But perhaps this is assuming that the concept of communities of learning should somehow be based on an organisational link. In the first instance this is precisely what the writer assumed – that participants working in the same organisation could help and support each other, and furthermore, encourage and motivate each other to become change agents for the better within their own organisation. But maybe this needs not to be solely the case? The notion of ‘community’ as Johnson (2007 p277) sees it, in relation to communities of learning is “…metaphorical, not determined by locality or specific form of association. Communities of practice can thus be of many types and forms, within and across organizations and space.” In this respect the writer’s assertion in his original submission, that individuals from separate organisations, in some cases under separate ministries, can support and motivate each other equally effectively, is justified. Quite apart from the residential opportunity to meet and work together, by effectively utilising the tools available in the virtual learning environment created for the programme, communication and mutual support can continue when course members are back at their own work station. Wenger in Dias da Gracia (2008 p5) supports this view by describing ‘communities of practice’ as: “...groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly.” This is not limited to organisational boundaries and is precisely the basis of the learning experience on the M.Ed. 

Without wishing to get embroiled here in the minutiae of the debate surrounding the learning and creation of knowledge aspect associated with communities of learning or practice, one cannot ignore: “…whether the conscious promotion of communities of practice can become a ‘tool’ for intentional development.” (Johnson / Cowen & Shenton in Johnson, 2007 p278). It does seem apparent however that this was the premise upon which the CSC were basing their judgement regarding meeting their project submission criteria. One thing that is clear is that regardless of whatever learning that does takes place on the programme, it can only ever be of any real value and use if (when) it is applied. 


Knowledge application – moving towards sustainability

Even before the programme commenced, the issue of applied knowledge was of concern to the programme validation panel. Although the M.Ed is essentially an academic programme, designed to develop the higher level cognitive skills of participants; the course team have always tried to ensure that module assessment is based very much on course member’s own contextual situation. In fact the validation panel wanted this to be more explicit in terms of development and application of modular-relevant skills and competencies. Pointing out to the panel that this was not a vocationally specific CBT type  course, but that it was an advanced programme of learning, the writer nevertheless
stated that it would provide advanced skills, knowledge and competencies to sustain the process of development. Primarily however the programme is designed to offer participants the opportunity to broaden their experience and to reflect critically on current and relevant issues in their respective fields and how these impact on their own profession. It was further stated that the M.Ed. would provide participants with the professional tools to discharge their roles more effectively, whether it be in developing and managing strategies for effective use of resources within a vocational training school, or planning workshops in rural areas to train HIV/AIDS fieldwork counsellors. 

It was also suggested that such a programme can also act as an incentive for participants to remain in the system, by providing a progression route, thus helping to stem the flow of valuable human resources out of the system. This can be achieved by enabling participants to continue their professional development as educationalists and change agents within their respective sectors, by developing and applying advanced knowledge, skills and competencies to both strengthen and multiply human resource capacity within the country.

In terms of the medium to longer term impact on sustainability, it is hoped to create a cadre of professionals at Masters level in both the TVE and health sectors capable of contributing to delivery of the B.Ed. programme previously described. It is further hoped that this will gradually lead to Zambian staff taking over key responsibility for delivery of that programme with the potential, in the longer term, of localising the proposed M.Ed. itself. With the current M.Ed participants due to graduate sometime in mid to late 2009, one can only hope that funding can be secured to not only get the B.Ed. underway, but also to commence a further Masters programme. Thus the potential now exists to create a truly unique opportunity to contribute to sustainable educational development in Zambia and indeed ensure that the current M.Ed. is not, after all, a ‘one-off’ project.
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^1	  The others now incorporated into the Universities of Huddersfield, Wolverhampton and Greenwich respectively.
